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The objective of this research is to examine the health 
implications of volunteering at a rural therapeutic riding 
program. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with volunteers. Then, saliva samples were collected from 
volunteers. The saliva analysis indicates the distinction between 
the initial collection, prior to volunteering, compared to the 
subsequent collection, after participants have completed their 
volunteering experience. Findings suggest there is a health 
benefit to volunteering that could have significant implications 
for rural health initiatives.
Abstract
Graph 2 shows our four response types. The most important 
aspect is that everybody showed a response to volunteering in 
their biomarkers.
The most common response (36.8%) is that cortisol levels 
decreased and both alpha-amylase and DHEA levels increased.
The next most common responses at 21%, are that all levels 
show a decrease from time 1 to time 2 and, then, that cortisol 
and DHEA decreased and alpha-amylase increased. The fourth 
type (15.7%) is that all levels show an increase from time 1 to 
time 2.
This study used mixed methodology. Data was collected in the 
fall semester of 2019. The sample for this study included in-
depth interviews with 12 volunteers from a therapeutic equine 
riding program located in rural Virginia.
In addition to interviews, salivary collection was done to examine 
the effect of volunteering on the three biological markers of 
cortisol, alpha-amylase, and 
dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA). Saliva was collected from 
23 willing volunteers before and immediately after they 
volunteered, on the same day. The volunteers were asked to spit 
into a collection tube until their saliva reached the one-
millimeter line on the tube.
After the collection of saliva, the samples were immediately 
transferred to a freezer and were kept there until analysis in a 
laboratory. Samples were analyzed according to best practices.
Methods
Graph 1 shows the difference in alpha-amylase (A, red), cortisol 
(C, green) and DHEA (D, blue) levels before and after 
volunteering for each volunteer (N=19). These differences were 
then turned into z-scores and organized by amount (least to 
greatest) of total change.
Our qualitative results indicate common themes experienced in 
volunteering at a rural riding facility. Themes include experiences 
and feelings of community, altruism, and stress relief. While our 
quanitative data indicate four types of hormonal changes during 
a two-and-a-half-hour period of volunteering.
Conclusions
Themes Selected Quotes
Community
Respondent #9 - "I've met a lot of people 
from the community that I would never have 
met without (volunteering). It's, like, a way 
into the community that I would never have 
thought about before, and then we have open 
houses where I meet other people from the 
community."
Altruism
Respondent #4 - "It's just something about 
doing something for somebody else that just 
makes me feel worth my life, makes my life 
worth something. Feeling, knowing that I'm 
making somebody else's life a bit better."
Stress Relief
Respondent #9 - "When it comes to, you 
know, emotional well-being, this gives you a 
time to go away and your just out with the 
horses and kids I would consider it self-care."
Graph 2. Volunteer Biomarker Response Typology
Graph 1. Absolute Value of Z-scores showing the total change over time.
While exploring existing social science literature on 
biomarkers, researcher’s entreatments to include these 
biological units in social science research were found in great 
recurrence. Satiatiating the recurring entreatments of previous 
researchers, subjective explanations of the volunteer work's 
beneficence alongside objective markers of well-being were 
combined to reveal health benefits to volunteers. The three 
biomarkers analyzed by our team included Cortisol, 
Dehydroepiandrosterone-S (DHEA), and Alpha Amylase. Cortisol 
is a steroid hormone reactionary to experiences of stress. DHEA-
S is another steroid hormone produced in the body that 
is secreted in response to stress; but is found as a marker of 
resilience as it acts as a buffer for some of cortisol's damaging 
effects. Alpha Amylase is an enzyme that, when found in excess 
in individuals, is associated with an experience of chronic stress. 
Existing research on volunteering reveals a positive association 
with well-being (Wilson, 2000; Lancee & Radi, 2014).
Introduction
Table 1. Qualitative Findings from Interviews (N=12)
Findings
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